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Professing and Pedagogy: Learning the
Teaching of English
by Shari J. Stenberg. Urbana, IL: NCTE,
2005. 172 pp.

When I hear people
in our profession
complain about the
lack of focus on
pedagogy or the paucity of peer-reviewed
journals that have a
more pragmatic bent
of “what works” in
the classroom, I am usually reminded
of Mark Twain’s famous statement about
small talk: “Everybody talks about the
weather, but nobody does anything
about it.” Appropriately, many people
complain about how graduate students
have very little preparation in how to
teach writing or how some professors
fail to assess whether their teaching
methods are actually working or how
teaching-focused institutions—both
two-year and four-year—have professionals who still need to use other methods than the “chalk-and-talk lecture”
mode of instruction. But rarely, the traditional wisdom goes, does anybody
actually do something about the quality of instruction and the building of
teaching-focused communities in col204
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lege besides directives from various professional organizations. In the context
of our profession’s grappling with teaching practice, Shari Stenberg’s monograph, Professing and Pedagogy, attempts
to do something about pedagogy.
Her book represents a hopeful call
to action, an argument that pedagogy
should not merely be a flag that we salute based on the job market or English
departments’ professed investment in
student learning. Those concerns are
important of course, but Stenberg argues forcefully that at many institutions
(and her main audience seems to be her
colleagues at research-focused four-year
colleges) peer-reviewed articles, books,
and other endeavors that exemplify the
nineteenth century German model of
scholarship are still more esteemed than
what happens in the classroom, how
professors grow as teachers, and how
instructors enact praxis on a daily basis.
In the current educational environment,
she intimates, although pedagogy “has
gained scholarly legitimacy and practical urgency, our conceptions of professing have not been sufficiently revised.
Professing remains tied, primarily, to the
production of research. Consequently,
we have not seen a radical shift in how
we facilitate pedagogical development
for future professors of English” (xvii).
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As evidenced by her statement
above, some might consider this text
mainly for faculty who teach graduate
seminars in composition theory and
pedagogy at research-intensive universities, but it should not be seen in that
light. In fact, pedagogy—how one enacts theory in the classroom—is what
faculty members at two-year colleges
and teaching-focused four-year colleges
should care about the most. And, as has
been bemoaned in various quarters,
many young professionals are sometimes
underprepared for teaching at colleges
that are quite different from the research
institutions where they earned their
master’s or doctoral degrees, a situation
that the Two-Year College English Association (TYCA) has attempted to address with its “Guidelines for the
Academic Preparation of English Faculty at Two-Year Colleges.” Appropriately, what Stenberg wants to see is
“more holistic reform: to make pedagogy a central disciplined activity of
English studies” (xviii), which is probably not seen as a bold statement for
those of us employed at teaching-centered colleges, but rather a statement that
has been part of our mindsets for decades, especially those of us with strong
backgrounds in composition studies.
Nevertheless, Stenberg’s Professing and
Pedagogy analyzes various conceptions
of pedagogy and how instructors need
to focus and reflect more intently on
their teaching practice.
Her text offers an Introduction
with five solid chapters, all theoretically
and argumentatively rich yet also entertaining and practical: Chapter 1,“Teaching in the Research Model”; Chapter
2,“The Teacher as Scholar”; Chapter 3,
“The Teacher as Trainee”; Chapter 4,

“The Teacher as Owner”; and Chapter
5, “The Teacher as Learner.” Stenberg
makes a strong argument that graduate
programs are still using “teacher training” models that have four main conceptions: “apprenticeships, practica,
methods courses, and theory seminars”
(27), and to move the profession toward
a more reflective level of writing pedagogy, she believes that both graduate
programs and writing programs need
to see their writing courses as a collaborative effort. She takes on some sacred cows of sorts by criticizing how
those who forward “critical pedagogy”
agendas still value publication over the
actual teaching of writing: “It follows
then, that those who compose the
scholarship on pedagogy are privileged
above those who teach. In fact, in mainstream critical pedagogy discourse, the
scholar often serves as the idealized subject, the being to which teachers should
aspire” (36). In effect, she makes readers
see that in our profession we need to
certainly pay attention to what is being
published in important journals and
books, but Stenberg wants instructors
to have a more pragmatic outlook, a
perspective that is acutely focused on
what we can do in the classroom—our
praxis—rather than merely ape “pedagogical visions” from “big name” scholars (41).
Likewise, the author makes the argument that the “scholarship of teaching” conception—the much discussed
teacher-scholar ideal based upon Ernest
Boyer’s work—still represents a “problem-solving model” that presents teaching as learning the right way of doing
things or “what needs fixed” in one’s
teaching methods (45). For anyone who
has had a successful writing assignment
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or classroom activity work well in one
section of a composition class and then
bomb in the subsequent class period,
Stenberg’s critical analysis is quite justifiable and appropriate. To get beyond
seeing teaching as a “linear process” that
assumes “teaching problems or questions
have definite solutions” (45), she mixes
copious examples from her students; her
colleagues at other institutions; and her
own personal struggles, anecdotes, and
stories to present her own argument that
the profession needs to move toward a
more reflective and collaborative vision
of what we do as college professors. She
sums up her vision in this way: “(1)
[p]edagogy is a knowledge-making activity that involves the interplay of visions and practices, both of which
require reflection; (2) pedagogy is dependent on learners and is remade with
each encounter, as the students and the
teacher change; (3) pedagogy cannot be
finished; we cannot ‘finally’ learn to
teach” (xviii).
If her ideas about learning how to
teach composition sound familiar, it is
because they are. She pulls from core
conceptions about writing instruction
from the process movement disseminated by Peter Elbow, Gene Krupa,
William Coles, and Brannon and Pradl,
which also aligns with John Dewey’s
idea of reflexive inquiry. But perhaps
most helpful for those of us who want
to build stronger teaching communities in our departments are her injunctions and examples of how to build
more collaboration and conversation
about teaching—the why, the what, the
when, and the how. Rather than succumbing to the prevalent “banking version” of teacher training (you learn how
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to lesson plan, you learn how to create
a syllabus, you learn how to respond to
student writing, etc., and you move on
to your own individual enclave of how
you teach), Stenberg wants instructors
once again to see themselves as learners by providing “opportunities for
teacher learning that reach far beyond
. . . the initial orientation, practicum, and
seminar—and that are designed for, and
led by, a greater range of teacher-scholars in English studies” (134). She is asking for greater dialogue about pedagogy
from everyone, regardless of rank, tenure, and experience—collaboration and
conversation among the new graduate
teaching assistant, the tenured professor, the part-time faculty member who
teaches at two different colleges, the star
associate professor.
For those of us who want our writing courses to become true writing programs but often struggle with creating
programmatic rigor because of the lack
of a strong writing program administrator and/or the deplorable pay and
benefits for contingent faculty, Stenberg
provides a helpful perspective. The
author’s frame of vision is obviously one
from a research-intensive institution that
has a cadre of teaching assistants to staff
its writing program. However, her argument that institutions need to truly
value teaching is one that should resound
for two-year colleges and teaching-focused universities. And if colleges truly
value teaching, administrations need to
fully support full-time and part-time
faculty members. Stenberg states that
“ . . . the demand for excellent undergraduate teaching in our required
courses is rarely matched with funding
for teacher-development programs, or
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with compensation for overworked and
underpaid part-timers” (132). While it
may seem like a simple semantic shift
from teacher “training” to “teacher development” (132), the author justly avers
that the profession must have more conversation and “dialogue among new
teacher, experienced teacher, and the
field, with all three open to revision”
(134). Although such a change might
not be all that realistic at research institutions where “publish or perish” is still
a trenchant mantra, her call to action—
an overarching focus on pedagogy, on
teaching practice—has a much stronger possibility of being enacted at twoyear colleges and teaching-intensive
universities through ongoing professional development for both part-time
and full-time faculty members.
By reminding her readers that
teaching needs to be about “ongoing
reflection and learning” (99), Stenberg
provides stories, specific examples, and
ways in which writing program administrators and members of English departments need to be more open about
their teaching, open up their classrooms
to promote conversations about teaching, engage in “[c]ollective curriculum
building” among tenure track and contingent faculty (120), and move toward
teacher development for all instead of
teacher training for some in need of
inoculation for “what works” on Monday morning. One of her strongest arguments is that instructors need to see
themselves as learners again, which is
perhaps a sad commentary on the state
of higher education right now. And her
call to action that she wants colleagues
to “work together to forge a new brand
of disciplinary work—a brand that values teaching as intellectual lifework”

(149) is a noble goal worthy of enactment and development.
Let’s hope we listen.
reviewed by
Tim N. Taylor
Eastern Illinois University
Charleston, Illinois

Writing on the Margins: Essays on
Composition and Teaching
by David Bartholomae. New York: Bedford/
St. Martin’s, 2005. 400 pp.

My colleagues in
other academic departments in the college where I now
teach view composition studies as a legitimate body of
scholarly work, and
they see the work
that teachers of composition do in the
classroom as vital to the academic institution as a whole.This has not always
been the case, as David Bartholomae
reminds his readers in the Preface of
his collection of essays Writing on the
Margins: Essays on Composition and Teaching. “There weren’t many of us in the
1970s and 1980s,” he writes,“and so we
were frequently writing on demand, and
the state of the profession was such that
the opportunities to publish in composition were few and oddly distributed
among venues that were often shortlived and disconnected” (vii).The publication of Writing on the Margins, then,
is an indication of how far composition studies has come and an affirmation of the important work our field of
study provides for our colleagues, for
our academic institutions, and most
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importantly for our students.
Of course, Bartholomae’s collection
of essays is not the first of its kind. Mina
Shaughnessy’s Errors and Expectations was
published in 1979. Theresa Enos collected the work of Andrea Lunsford and
others in A Sourcebook for Basic Writing
Teachers in 1987. Patricia Bizzell, in 1993,
collected her essays in Academic Discourse
and Critical Consciousness, so Writing on
the Margins does not break new ground
in the territory of collected scholarly
works on developmental and basic writing in composition studies. What this
collection does, however, is set the
scholarly stage for composition studies’
“most important pedagogical challenges,” those associated with basic or
developmental writing. Perhaps it goes
without saying that composition studies has “come of age”; our story is no
longer a Bildungsroman. Instead, composition studies needs to identify the
problems that teachers of composition
currently face and begin solving those
problems. This is exactly what
Bartholomae’s collection of essays does.
Only one of the essays, “Living in
Style,” is new.The twenty-four remaining essays collected in the book represent the best of David Bartholomae’s
work in three areas—the study of error, teaching composition, and the profession—each representing one section
of the book. In the first section, “The
Study of Error,” Bartholomae deals with
issues related to basic writing—error
analysis, enabling fictions, authority, and
“the structures of power and knowledge
in the academy” (152). Perhaps his most
well-known and widely read “Inventing the University” is a highlight of this
section. This first section of Bartholomae’s collection is rich with references
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to Mina Shaughnessy’s work on error,
though it regrettably lacks substantive
interaction with the work of Patricia
Bizzell, whose work on basic writing
and academic discourse seems aligned
with that of both Shaughnessy and
Bartholomae.
The second section of the book
features essays related to teaching composition. Here, Bartholomae deconstructs many of the assumptions held
by teachers, students, and college administrators regarding what developmental or basic writing is. Most basic
writing programs, writes Bartholomae,
begin with the assumption that
the writing of basic writers is a
“simpler” version of a universal
writing process, or that it is
evidence of unformed or partially
developed language behavior, that
the performance of basic writers
is random, incoherent, as if basic
writers were not deliberately
composing utterances but
responding, as the dominant
metaphor would have it, mechanically and doing so with
unreliable machinery. (158)

Operating within this paradigm, many
teachers and school administrators see
basic writing classes as a
semester to “work on” sentences
or paragraphs, as if writing a
sentence in a workbook or
paragraph in isolation were
somehow equivalent to producing
those units in the midst of some
extended act of writing, or as if
the difficulties of writing
sentences or paragraphs are
concepts rather than intrinsic to
the writer and his struggle to
juggle the demands of a language,
a rhetoric, and a task. (158)
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This is the paradigm that Bartholomae’s
work has always resisted; it is also one
of the major challenges facing composition studies today. How can we
(compositionists) articulate a theory and
pedagogy of basic writing that understands error, engages in thoughtful error analysis, teaches our students to do
these things, and helps our students acquire those languages of power that will
enable them as writers and as citizens?
If our developmental writing programs
are going to do more than lead students
through workbook exercises and writing sentences and paragraphs in isolation, we will need to answer this
question and learn from the insights of
Bartholomae’s fine scholarship on the
subject.
In the final and shortest section of
the book, Bartholomae deals with “The
Profession.” Here the author turns his
attention toward more global issues related to composition studies, like the
role of composition in American curricula, the representation of composition in academic institutions, the history
of teaching composition, and improvement of working conditions for composition teachers.The most illuminating
moments in this section of the book
come when Bartholomae narrates very
real scenarios about the defining moments in his own career as a writing
teacher. For example, in “The Tidy
House: Basic Writing in The American
Curriculum,” he writes of his first experience teaching freshman English as
a graduate student.
By some poor luck of the draw,
about half of my students were
students who we would now call
“basic writers.” I knew from the
first week that I was going to fail

them; in fact, I knew that I was
going to preside over a curriculum that spent 14 weeks slowly
and inevitably demonstrating their
failures. This is what I (and my
school) were prepared (by
“English”) to do. (313)

What Bartholomae is able to do very
well in this section of the text is show
himself, honestly and unabashedly, as a
teacher of writing in a number of contexts. More importantly, he does this in
a way that is representative of the experiences we all have as teachers of writing, illuminating those experiences and
opening them up for critical reflection.
Bartholomae’s collection is anything but groundbreaking; after all, most
of the essays have been previously published, and some have been anthologized. What this collection does,
however, is present a much needed invitation for writing instructors to visit
or revisit that important scholarly work
produced by scholar/teachers such as
Mina Shaughnessy, David Bartholomae,
Patricia Bizzell, Andrea Lunsford, and
others who have done so much to articulate working models of basic and
developmental writing—models that do
not fail to look carefully at the errors
developing writers make, models that
seek to analyze errors rather than
uncritically “fix” them, models that help
developing writers think critically about
rhetorical situations rather than practice writing sentences and paragraphs
in isolation, models that ask students to
consider the style of the languages of
power, models that enable students to
acquire those languages of power. In a
time when the institutions where we
teach are offering more and more sections of developmental writing to the
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large number of students who are enrolling in such classes, we need to carefully consider what it means to teach
developmental writing and what it
means to be a basic writer. Bartholomae’s collection, Writing on the Margins,
invites us into the conversation.
reviewed by
Michael G. Boyd
Illinois Central College
East Peoria, Illinois

What Is “College-Level” Writing?
by Patrick Sullivan and Howard Tinberg.
Urbana, IL: NCTE, 2006. 418 pp.

In the introduction
to What Is “CollegeLevel” Writing?, editors Patrick Sullivan
and Howard Tinberg
state flat out “that
there are no simple
answers to the question, ‘What is college-level writing?’” (xiii) because the
subject is as diverse as the students who
fill first-year writing courses. What Is
“College-Level” Writing? builds upon
questions raised in Thomas Thompson’s
edited collection Teaching Writing in High
School and College (NCTE, 2002), and
seeks to set standards from which college writing can be judged. The essays
included in Teaching Writing discuss
bridging the gap between high school
English and first-year composition
classes by giving real-world examples
of collaborations. The discussions in
What Is College-Level Writing? are theoretical and pragmatic, personal, and from
diverse authors; it picks up where Teaching Writing left off.
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What Is “College-Level” Writing?
begins with the essay from Sullivan
originally published in Teaching English
in the Two-Year College (TETYC), which
ultimately served as the catalyst for the
book. Sullivan and Tinsberg divide their
book into four sections: High School
Perspectives, College Perspectives, Student Perspectives, and Administrative
Perspectives. Each section comprises
essays from authors in each field. The
classification is natural and fluid. The
main theme developed throughout the
collection deals with the need for communication about what makes writing
college level. Authors included range
from a middle school teacher in New
Mexico to a community college professor in Tallahassee, Florida.This diverse
group gives examples across race, class,
and geographic borders, painting a
broad picture of the field.
The High School Perspectives section consists of four essays from high
school English teachers. Historically,
high school English teachers have been
blamed for the problems in college-level
writing, but not widely consulted for a
solution (59–60). In her essay, “Whistling in the Dark,” Merrill Davies
equates her experience teaching high
school English “to walking along and
pretending to be confident in the dark
when in fact we are scared to death”
(31). Davies advocates for better teacher
education and more consistent communication between high school and college instructors in order to better align
high school writing goals with college
expectations (35).
Expounding further on the idea
that communication between high
school and college educators is vital,
Milka Lustenikova Mosley writes in her

December 2007

210

1/2/32, 10:08 AM

essay, “The Truth about High School
English,” “. . . our English classes are
not composition classes” (61).This is all
too true and usually overlooked when
discussing the shortcomings of first-year
college-level writing students. Blame is
often quickly placed on high school
teachers for not preparing students
properly. However, the high school English class, as Mosley contends, consists
of literature review, grammar, study
skills, vocabulary, and preparing for standardized testing—all in addition to
composition (61). This essay illustrates
a situation where the right hand does
not seem to know what the left is doing. College professors have no idea
what is taught in high school classrooms,
yet they blame high school instructors
for students’ shortcomings, while high
school teachers teach blindly in hopes
of preparing students for college. The
solution Mosley proposes echoes one
discussed previously: a bridge in the
communication gap between instructors (67).
The College Perspective section of
the text includes essays from college
educators discussing their ideas on what
college-level writing is. It begins with
an essay exploring the phenomenon of
accepting mediocre work as “good
enough.” In “Good Enough Writing:
What is Good Enough Writing Anyway?” Lynn Z. Bloom shines a spotlight
on the standards set by professors and
universities to illuminate the hypocrisies and double-talk often practiced by
English departments. Bloom writes,
“Although many American colleges and
universities claim to strive for excellence, they will be reasonably contented
with BS” (71). Some of the characteristics of “good enough writing” that

Bloom details include rationality, that
is, a logical progression of ideas often
taking the shape of the five-paragraph
essay adherence to Standard English;
order; decorum; and conformity, or
“coloring within the party lines” (73–
82). These are quantifiable and teachable skills students can easily integrate
into their writing. It is the difficult-tomeasure, the difficult-to-teach proficiencies, such as critical thinking,
questioning authority, and experimentation with language, form, style, and
voice that equate to great writing
(Bloom 83).
The Student Perspective section of
the text consists of three essays from
college students who describe their personal experiences with college writing.
The essay that takes the strongest stance
on and provides the most conclusive
definition of college writing in the text
is included in this section. In “The Great
Conversation (of the Dining Hall): One
Student’s Experience of College-Level
Writing,” Kimberly L. Nelson documents step-by-step her initial experience with writing in an advanced
humanities course taken during her first
semester of college. Nelson’s writing is
specific and personal, offering educators the student’s perspective on composition. She does not shy away from
giving absolutes as she exposes the raw
experience students often experience.
The essay highlights ingredients
that are necessary in the development
of college-level writing. Nelson describes the writing process as more than
words on a page: “. . . I learned that to
write at the college level requires not
only a thorough knowledge of the material to be discussed, but also a cogent,
thoughtful, and passionately presented
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synthesis of that material” (283). Nelson
depicts her process as not only written
but also involving oral exchange: “Reflective thinking is something we learn
to do, and we learn to do it from other
people” (286). Throughout the process
she relies upon her professor, the university writing lab, and other students
to fully flesh out ideas and organize her
thoughts.
In the most practical section of the
text, Administrative Perspectives, the
essays look at writing from a departmental point of view. In “College-Level
Writing: A Departmental Perspective,”
James M. Gentile defines critical issues
facing English departments in universities across the country. Gentile describes issues administrators consider
when planning an effective program,
such as general education requirements,
standardized syllabi, and articulation
agreements.The importance of writing
is sometimes lost among the politics of
a university setting; however, Gentile
emphasizes that administrators must always be committed to skill building and
writing development (324). Gentile
notes that the skills acquired in firstyear composition classes are subjective
and often difficult to assess, despite the
fact that intellectual growth and cognitive development are the goals of administration (325).These claims directly
contradict those made by Bloom in her
essay on “good enough” writing. Bloom
contends that the focus of universities
has shifted from standards and accurate
assessment to a more pragmatic approach, while Gentile contends that although the focus may seem lost amidst
the red tape, it still exists. The stance
each of these essays take may clash, but
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it is this conflict and conversation the
editors intended to promote discussion
(xv).
After compiling the essays for the
text, the editors took a step toward
opening communication between high
school and college writing teachers by
posting the collected essays online, allowing the contributors to read others’
work and comment on an interactive
website. Some of those communications
are included as an appendix, with the
remainder available online at http://www.
mcc.commnet.edu/faculty/college
writing/ (378).The responses raise further questions and continue discussions
that the essays from the text started.
According to Sullivan and Tinberg,
the goal of What Is “College-Level”Writing? is to foster a productive discussion
among educators about college writing. Their book builds upon conversations already taking place in the field
and those raised by Thompson and the
contributors in Teaching Writing.The essays included come from a wide variety of schools and speak to multiple
pedagogies. The points of view are
sometimes contradictory, showing the
diversity of the field of composition. But
conflict will only encourage further
debate, which is what the editors aimed
for.The goal of this text is to attempt to
define college-level writing. Although
it does not deliver a definitive answer,
the essays are a step forward in arriving
at one. Frank discussions among educators started in and inspired by this text
are vital to arriving at a definition.
reviewed by
Cortney Palmacci
Nova Southeastern University
Pembroke Pines, Florida
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